Autoantibodies in mothers of children with neonatal liver disease.
Neonatal lupus erythematosus (NLE) is associated with maternal anti-Ro/La autoantibodies. It is characterized by heart block and/or cutaneous skin lesions, and occasionally liver disease. This study was performed to determine whether idiopathic neonatal cholestasis (INC) represents NLE without its cardiac or cutaneous findings. Sera were obtained for autoantibody analysis from mothers of children with INC (N = 11), biliary atresia (N = 25), other liver disease excluding viral hepatitis (liver disease control subjects, N = 14), and healthy children (normal control subjects [NC], N = 22). The characteristic serologic findings of NLE, high titer antibodies to Ro and/or La, were absent in mothers from all groups. An unexpected finding was the prevalence of autoantibodies in mothers of infants with liver disease of any type. The frequency of maternal antinuclear antibodies at > or = 1:120 dilution was greater than the estimated frequency in the general population (22% vs. 9%, P = 0.044). The frequency of maternal low titer autoantibodies to 52 kD Ro detected by ELISA was significantly greater than in the NC group (31% vs. 5%, P = 0.014). The majority of cases of INC do not represent NLE. The frequent presence of autoantibodies in mothers of infants in all neonatal liver disease groups raises the possibility that maternal serologic autoimmunity is associated with neonatal liver disease.